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Founding fathers
With concern for pressing 
hunger, George Harrar, then 
President of the Rockefeller 
Foundation, and Forrest F. 
Hill, then Vice-President of the 
Ford Foundation, seriously 
commit to developing a network 
of international agricultural 
research centers. In October 
1966, during the “Green 
Revolution” spurred by the 
International Rice Research 
Institute (IRRI) and the 
International Maize and Wheat 
Improvement Center (CIMMYT), 
Dr. Lowell S. Hardin of the 
Ford Foundation and Dr. Lewis 
M. Roberts of the Rockefeller 
Foundation write “A Proposal 
for Creating an International 
Institute for Agricultural 
Research and Training.” A 
year later, the Government 
of Colombia, the Rockefeller 
Foundation, the Ford 
Foundation, and soon thereafter 
the Kellogg Foundation, agree 
to launch CIAT. Like IRRI and 
CIMMYT, CIAT was established 
in cooperation with the 
government of Colombia, but 
it functioned autonomously, 
governed by an international 
board of trustees. 
Joining forces
In May 1971, 18 countries and 
4 organizations, convinced 
that agricultural science is a 
powerful tool for combating 
hunger, unite through a 
consortium known as CGIAR. 
Headquartered in Washington, 
D.C., CGIAR starts as an 
informal association of 
countries, international and 
regional organizations, and 
private foundations in support 
of a worldwide network of 
agricultural research centers. 
Over four decades, the 
number of research centers 
grows from 4 to 15. Partners 
and the Centers work together 
in order to make a unique 
scientific contribution to 
agricultural development 
focused on the poor.
Inauguration day
CIAT facilities near Cali, 
Colombia are inaugurated on 
October 12, 1973, six years 
after the Center’s founding. 
The architectural design 
—featuring Andalusian-style 
arches and Spanish colonial 
construction—is the work of 
Jaime Ponce de León, then a 
young architect from Bogotá. 
Misael Pastrana Borrero, 
Colombian President; Hernán 
Vallejo Mejia, the Colombian 
Minister of Agriculture; John 
H. Knowles, President of 
the Rockefeller Foundation; 
and U.J. Grant, CIAT’s first 
Director General, are a few of 
the attendees at the inaugural 
events.  
Strategic steps
Four commodity programs (beans, 
cassava, rice, and tropical forages) are 





CIAT researchers developing 
improved cassava varieties, 
technologies, and methods, 
acknowledge the need to 
overcome market obstacles to 
realize the enormous potential 
of smallholder agriculture. 
Plant breeding and post-
harvest specialists seek out 
agroenterprise training. After 
analyzing the cassava value 
chain, they begin to see 
market diversification as a key 
strategy to reduce farmers’ 
risk to price volatility, and to 
boost the uptake of improved 
varieties and technology. 
Recognizing the impacts of 
increased demand for cassava 
products and subsequent 
livelihood benefits, CIAT 
expands solutions to pull 
agricultural innovation and the 
market together. 
Partners for pro-poor 
policy
The Ford Foundation – as part 
of their strategy to expand 
livelihood opportunities for 
poor households – invests 
in a two-part project to 
improve public policies on 
linking farmers to markets in 
Latin America. Colombia’s 
innovative policy approach, 
focusing on supply chains, 
has enormous competitive 
potential when it is well-
targeted and has strong 
institutional support. CIAT 
is helping fine-tune national 
strategies and, by sharing 
lessons from Colombia with 
the rest of the region, is 
influencing policy in Latin 
America.
1980s and 1990s
Bringing data to life
Peter G. Jones, an agro-
ecological researcher at 
CIAT for over 30 years, and 
colleagues bring agricultural 
data to life through game-
changing maps and models. 
Satellite imagery and other big 
data are now commonplace 
at CIAT but in the 1980s 
the rudimentary land-use 
maps were considered truly 
revolutionary. One of Jones’ 
mentees, Andy Jarvis, is 
the current leader of CIAT’s 
Decision and Policy Analysis 
research area. He continues 
to pass down Jones’ legacy 





CIAT Director General, Ruben 
G. Echeverría, meets 
Dr. Lowell S. Hardin, co-
author of “A Proposal for 
Creating an International 
Institute for Agricultural 
Research and Training,” at 
Purdue University and finally 
obtains the original document 
where the first ideas leading to 
CIAT’s founding were put onto 
paper.
Building on success
Drawing on the Center’s global 
experience, the Foundation and 
CIAT’s Linking Farmers to Markets 
researchers expand their reach 
to Africa to promote sustainable 
trading relationships among 
smallholder farmers. Researchers 
are evaluating the business models 
used in the value chains promoted 
by Ford Foundation grantees in 
Kenya and Uganda, including 
bananas, honey, and fish.
Beyond
The road ahead
The success of CIAT’s 
efforts to strengthen tropical 
agriculture will depend on 
our ability to understand 
and respond to a changing 
world. Over the next decade, 
population growth, an urban 
demographic shift, growing 
pressure on natural resources, 
and new science will impinge 
on agricultural research for 
development. In keeping 
with the Ford Foundation’s 
strategy to expand livelihood 
opportunities for poor 
households and strengthen 
communities in the face 
of climate change, CIAT is 
committed to advancing 
our mutual aims with our 
longstanding partner. 
Causing a stir
Fair Trade USA brews up a 
plan to assess the effects 
of the pilot Fair Trade for 
All (FT4ALL) Initiative on 
smallholder farmers, newly 
certification-eligible farms, 
and the fair trade market 
system in Peru, Honduras, 
Nicaragua, and Brazil. The 
3-year project is led by CIAT, 
in partnership with the Ford 
Foundation, Green Mountain 
Coffee Roasters, and others. 
To minimize the many 
hardships confronting rural 
smallholders who depend on 
coffee production, CIAT is 
working with the private and 
public sectors to strengthen 
value chains and promote 
climate change resilience.  
A fresh foundation
The Ford Foundation is 
chartered in 1936 in Michigan 
with an initial contribution 
of $25,000 from Edsel Ford 
(left), whose father Henry 
founded the Ford Motor 
Company. Edsel’s gift is 
designated to be used for “all 
the public welfare.”
From inception to impact
Concerned about growing food needs, Dr. Lowell 
S. Hardin of the Ford Foundation and Dr. Lewis M. 
Roberts of the Rockefeller Foundation proposed 
in 1966 the establishment of an international 
agricultural research center to be headquartered 
in Colombia. A year later, the International Center 
for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) was founded to 
strengthen the fight against poverty and hunger 
across Latin America and the Caribbean.
Today, poverty and socio-political issues are 
compounded by global commodity price swings, 
dwindling natural resources, environmental 
degradation, climate change, and emerging pests 
and diseases. While the challenges for tropical 
agriculture have grown since CIAT first opened 
its doors in 1967, so have the opportunities to 
address them more effectively. Agricultural eco-
efficiency is at the core of our mandate: an approach 
that promotes competitive and profitable food 
production and economic empowerment, while 
reducing our environmental footprint and preserving 
natural resources. 
In 1968, CIAT was operating with 10 staff and a 
budget of US$337,251 compared with today’s 1000 
staff and budget of about $103 million. While much 
has changed over the years, there are many aspects 
that have remained constant – including the original 
principles proposed by Hardin and Roberts. CIAT 
and the Ford Foundation’s commitment to tackle 
poverty and hunger have not wavered. In harmony 
with the Foundation’s aims, CIAT works with a 
wide range of partners to develop technologies, 
methods, and knowledge that can bring sustainable 
agriculture within the reach of smallholder farmers, 
while boosting their income. 
During the Center’s inaugural events, CIAT’s first 
director general, Ulysses J. Grant, stated: “We 
cannot undertake this enormous and complex task 
by ourselves, nor should we attempt to do so.” At 
CIAT, we’re still convinced that development impact 
cannot result from the efforts of one organization 
working alone. The Center takes pride in robust 
and growing partnerships with other research 
organizations as well as donors, governments, civil 
society, and the private sector. We are grateful to 
the Ford Foundation for its generous and resolute 
support and look forward to strengthening our 
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The International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) – a member of the CGIAR Consortium –
develops technologies, innovative methods, and new knowledge that better enable farmers, 
especially smallholders, to make agriculture eco-efficient – that is competitive and profitable as well 
as sustainable and resilient. Eco-efficient agriculture reduces hunger and poverty, improves human 
nutrition, and offers solutions to environmental degradation and climate change in the tropics. 
Headquartered near Cali, Colombia, CIAT conducts research for development in tropical regions of 
Latin America, Africa, and Asia. To learn more, visit www.ciat.cgiar.org.
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